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ABSTRACT
This literature review explores smartphone use among college students. It examines how
this usage creates hyper-connection, which is the state of being available for communication
anywhere and at any time. I will examine the effects of hyper-connection on the well-being of
college students. Hyper-connection is operationalized through the lens of constant availability,
fear of missing out, friendship satisfaction, and face-to-face interactions. Furthermore, I will
discuss the cyclical nature of the relationships between these variables. The conclusion outlines
the limitations of current research and possibilities for future research in this area.

INTRODUCTION
The concept of hyper-connection was first proposed in 2005 by Anabel Quan-Haase and
Barry Wellman. They called it “hyperconnectivity,” defined it as the “availability of people for
communication anywhere and anytime,” and wrote about it in connection to community in hightech organizations (Quan-Hasse and Wellman 2005:4). A decade later, Alecea Standlee (2016)
redefined the term slightly in order to describe the growing phenomenon of constant connection
among young adults with smartphones. She defined it as “the set of social expectations and
behavioral norms in which being available for communication anytime and anywhere is essential
to social relationships” (Standlee 2016:9). For this literature review, both definitions are acceptable
views of the term, given their similarity and relevance to one another and to the literature as a
whole.
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The purpose of this literature review is to explore the ways in which hyper-connection
affects how satisfied or unsatisfied people feel with their friendships. I will examine hyperconnection as created and encouraged by smartphone usage. The prevalence of smartphones today
changes the way people communicate and find information, and these changes in social interaction
shape society. It is crucial for sociologists to pay attention to these shifting dynamics and their
impacts. My goal is to look specifically at the impact on face-to-face interactions, but due to the
limited research in this area, I will also focus on other impacts to social and emotional wellbeing.
This is a broad topic with many factors, and I will visit each variable individually in order to build
a foundational understanding of hyper-connection. Overall, I will examine how hyper-connection
through smartphone use affects friendship satisfaction among college students, especially during
face-to-face interactions.
SMARTPHONE USE
In the US, 96% of adults own cell phones of any kind, and 81% own smartphones (Pew
Research Center 2019). Among young adults ages 19-29, the numbers are even higher, with 99%
owning a cell phone and 96% owning a smartphone (Pew Research Center 2019). Smartphones
can be used in a variety of ways, from texting to calling to shopping to scrolling through social
media. A recent study by Meredith David and colleagues (2018) revealed that college students
spend, on average, 3 hours per day on their phones.
Students are not just using their phones, they are overusing them. In a study at the
University of Salamanca in Spain, it was found that 84.9% of the students in the sample could be
classified as heavy cell phone users, and 10.4% could be classified as pathological cell phone users
(Jenaro et al. 2007). Jenaro’s team examined heavy and pathological cell phone use with a measure
they created based on DSM-IV criteria for impulse control disorders, modeling it after the criteria
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for pathological gambling (Jenaro et al. 2007). Though the sample in that study was not
randomized, and cannot be generalized, the results are startling and support the theory that students
spend a lot of time on and are heavily reliant on their phones. How much time is too much time is
not universally agreed upon, but the fact that phones are so prevalent creates the opportunity for
hyper-connection to develop.
CONSTANT AVAILABILITY, SOCIAL OBLIGATION, AND FEAR OF MISSING OUT
With this constant connection and the world in one’s pocket, people have the option and
ability to get what they need quickly. Hyper-connection occurs when that option becomes an
expectation. In Alecea Standlee’s (2016) study of 38 college students at a university in the
Northeast US, many students shared that there was an expectation among their friends of
responding immediately to messages. This further created an expectation of constant availability.
Hall and Baym found this to be cyclical, in that the more participants used their phones for
friendship maintenance, the more they were expected to do so and to be constantly available (Hall
and Baym 2011). Though the students did not use the term hyper-connection, their descriptions
of the expectations of constant availability align with the definition of hyper-connection.
Of interesting note is Standlee’s (2016) observation that hyper-connection was something
participants worked towards achieving, at least at first. Connection was seen as something that
would strengthen relationships through being available. Standlee wrote that, “the importance of
availability for intimacy and collective social experience is an idea that is shared by many
participants” (Standlee 2016:10). Students found ways to become more connected and more
available, such as by purchasing new and better cell phones. This way, they could stay in the loop
and be able to communicate at any time. However, despite original intentions or perception of the
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benefits of being hyper-connected, students experienced stress resulting from the hyperconnection (Standlee 2016).
In a hyper-connected state, constant communication is a sort of compulsory ritual where
responding to messages becomes an obligation, not a choice (Licoppe 2004). Standlee’s (2016)
participants spoke about the internal conflict this created, using the example of not wanting to text
in class and be rude to the professor but feeling obligated to respond to their friends right away.
This is an example of the sociological theory of role conflict, in which a person’s multiple roles in
society (such as the role of student and the role of friend in this example) conflict with one another
and create stress on the person. If a person did not respond to their friend right away, they worried
they would be seen as rude or uncommitted to the relationship. Some participants shared that they
themselves judged people who did not respond right away to messages, and that it was an indicator
that the person was not serious about the friendship (Standlee 2016). This fear of being viewed as
a bad friend fed the cycle of hyper-connection despite the discomfort caused by being hyperconnected.
Along with the fear of a negative social reputation, students also fear missing important
information or conversations, or missing out on something fun. This fear of missing out is
commonly referred to as FOMO. In Standlee’s (2016) study, students shared that FOMO was one
of the biggest motivators for them to stay active on their phones. One student shared a specific
example of a time he had missed a whole conversation that had played out while he was offline.
He did not want to make the same mistake again (Standlee 2016). FOMO is a strong motivator for
staying as connected as possible, feeding hyper-connection.
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FRIENDSHIP SATISFACTION
Friends expect to interact with one another, to be included and kept in the loop. This
expectation of inclusion is essential for friendship maintenance, regardless of gender (Hall 2011;
Oswald et al. 2004). Sharing information, chatting, and other such friendship maintenance
activities can help with this inclusion and be enjoyable and beneficial, but they can also cause
people to feel trapped (Baym 2010). Hall and Baym found that friendship satisfaction increases
with the use of smartphones for friendship maintenance, but only to a point. After that point,
friends become overdependent, which decreases friendship satisfaction (Hall and Baym 2011).
Furthermore, screentime is positively correlated with relationship conflict (David et al. 2018).
Hyper-connection negatively impacts friendship satisfaction, and this is magnified when phones
are used during face-to-face interactions.
FACE-TO-FACE INTERACTIONS
Smartphones are commonly used during face-to-face interactions. This can be easily
observed in public social settings such as a university dining hall. In a survey of smartphone use
during social gatherings, it was revealed that 98% of young adults age 18-29 had used their
smartphone during their most recent social gathering, for reasons such as reading and sending text
messages and taking photos (Rainie and Zickuhr 2015). While most adults would say that it is
generally not okay to use smartphones during more intimate face-to-face interactions such as
family dinners, only a minority (29% of young adults) believe that smartphone use hurts those
interactions (Rainie and Zickuhr 2015).
Research exploring whether or not smartphone use causes damage to face-to-face
interactions is limited, but thus far supports the theory that it does. A study of 174 millennials
found that people feel closer to someone after face-to-face interactions, but they feel less close
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when smartphones are used during the interaction (Kushev and Heintzelman 2017). The study also
found that while face-to-face interactions increased well-being and feelings of connectedness
compared to not socializing at all, using a smartphone to socialize did not increase feelings of wellbeing and connectedness compared to not socializing at all (Kushev and Heintzelman 2017).
David and colleagues’ (2018) research had similar findings. They stated that the use of
phones during interactions creates a “present-absent paradox” in which people are “alone together”
(David et al. 2018:272). This means that while people are physically present, they are not
connecting emotionally. They are essentially alone. This lack of connection decreases the quality
of time spent with friends and decreases satisfaction and well-being (David et al. 2018). The need
to be constantly connected to one’s smartphone interrupts the bonding that happens during faceto-face interactions and is damaging to relationships.
CONCLUSION
Hyper-connection is a phenomenon with many causes and consequences. The more people
use phones, the more phones become necessary. As people use phones more and more, they get
used to having constant access both to information and to people. This creates an expectation of
constant availability, which is part of the definition of hyper-connection. The pressure to be
constantly available creates strain, both internal and external, which evidence suggests is harmful
both to individuals and to relationships. This harm manifests in stress, feeling trapped,
overdependence, decreased friendship satisfaction, and an overall decrease in well-being.
Since hyper-connection is a fairly new term, little research has been done using it as a
concept. Standlee’s (2016) research is one of few articles pertaining to hyper-connection and
smartphone use. While her research is useful and creates an excellent understanding of the subject,
it is also limited, as it only explores the experiences of a small number of college students.
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Research on the effects of smartphone use during face-to-face interactions is even more limited.
In fact, Kushev and Heintzelman reported that, to their knowledge, their research was the first and
thus far only of its kind. Theirs was the only research I could find, so I am inclined to agree with
them. Since this is the only research regarding the effects of smartphone use during face-to-face
interactions, there is a lot of room for trial and error in figuring out the best way to assess and
quantify those experiences.
Due to the lack of research, the full extent of the negative effects (or conversely what
positive effects might exist) is not fully known. Since hyper-connection is a widespread issue, it is
important to conduct further research to explore the effects. Understanding the effects of hyperconnection can help people understand how to manage it to strengthen their friendships and
improve their personal and social well-being.
For future research, I suggest combining sociology and psychology to understand the
impact on the individual, their social circle, and society as a whole. Anxiety, depression, and other
mental health disorders would be interesting, albeit challenging, variables to explore in
conjunction with hyper-connection. I suggest further exploring the impact of hyper-connection on
friendship satisfaction both in the contexts of face-to-face interactions and non-face-to-face
interactions. Since hyper-connection is sometimes created intentionally out of a desire to
strengthen relationships even when people cannot be present with one another, research that
provides evidence on whether or not hyper-connection helps strengthen relationships could help
students and society make healthier choices about smartphone usage. Furthermore, research
surrounding how smartphone usage impacts face-to-face interactions can help people have more
satisfying interactions and relationships, which contributes to the wellbeing of people and society.
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